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"I don’t know anybody who doesn’t need encouragement." That remark was made to me by a 65 year old man, distinguished in his career, the epitome of confidence and competence. He was an able teacher and preacher; so one would think that he didn’t need any encouragement, that he had plenty of it stored up for the future. But his remark stopped me in my tracks, and it has stayed with me like an epiphany, a revelation: "I don’t know anybody who doesn’t need encouragement," he said. "We all need all the encouragement we can get."
Have you ever felt that way? Your life is not miserable. You’re moving through your daily routine, going to school or going to work, taking care of the children, paying the bills. You’re checking off your "to do list": Pick up the turkey and Stove Top dressing, get Mrs. Smith’s Pumpkin Pie, and don’t forget the cranberries and the turkey-shaped decoration for the table. You’re getting all these chores done. But somehow inside you’re feeling rather flat, a little needy. But you don’t want anybody to know that. After all, we’re supposed to keep up the front and do what’s needed to be done. But inside, while you’re not exactly hurting, not exactly depressed; but---you could use a little encouragement.
And the person sitting next to you may be thinking: "You know, she’s really got everything. He’s got it together. She’s so capable, so self-sufficient. He doesn’t need any encouragement; I’m the one who needs it."
We can play those little mind games, can’t we? But we may be totally off base. Even the most confident-looking person among us may be wishing somebody would walk up and say, "You look good today." Or…"You really did a fine job in listening to the person who just sat down here, the one who was so distressed. Thank you for being so kind, and so non-judgmental." A simple statement like that can "make your day," as we say. "I don’t know anybody who doesn’t need encouragement."
According to our text today, the basis for giving encouragement is similar to the reason for expressing gratitude. Look at all the goodness that has been made available to us through the sacrifice of Jesus. By his life, death and resurrection, Jesus has made forgiveness a central reality in our life. That means that whatever we have done in the past, whatever pain or hardship we may have caused, is now over, past, done. Our sins are forgiven and forgotten. God says, "I will remember your sin no more." Even to those who crucified him, Jesus said, "Father, forgive them. They don’t know what they’re doing."
The reality of forgiveness means that we are free to start over, to make a new beginning. The past is not held against us; it’s over. The case is closed. Or as an old gospel song says it, "Jesus dropped the charges." Case dismissed. Our sins, mistakes, failures are not held against us. They are forgiven and not even remembered.
Now that’s encouragement -- the best encouragement we can ever receive.
You now have a new life, a new beginning. This is a new day.
According to our Hebrews text, all this newness is made possible by the sacrifice of Jesus. Sacrifice seems to be an old-fashioned word now. Most people aren’t too interested in sacrificing – money or time or position or ego. After all, this is the age of narcissism—what’s in it for me. 
But when we encourage somebody else, we do it out of awareness of the grace and goodness and forgiveness we have received. "I am blessed," as someone told me this week. When we know we’re blessed, we have more to give. It means we can stop focusing on ourselves. We can take delight in seeing the other person gain some self-esteem, some good feelings. By making a small sacrifice, we take the attention off ourselves and focus on the other person. But it’s tough to do. Our self-interest and self-concern are as close as our elbow. I have a friend who jokingly will say to me, "Mel, I’m tired of taking about me. Let’s talk about you. What do you think of me?" 
It’s hard to overcome our concern for ourselves. Even when we listen to someone else, it’s so easy to draw the conversation back to me. When someone tells you about their hurt back, you say, "Yes, I’ve had that backache too." Someone tells you about their car accident, and you say, "Yes, last year I had a fender bender too. Let me tell you about it." Sometimes without being aware, we can say, "Let’s talk about you." But what we are really saying is "Let’s talk about me." 
We give encouragement to someone else when we turn down our self-concern switch and focus full attention on the other person. When we can give this kind of encouraging attention, it’s like pouring water on a wilting plant. And especially in a long dry season, that water can provide refreshment and a needed invitation to keep growing.
Giving encouragement can take only a small effort. This process reminds me of the Dalai Lama, this learned spiritual man, who came to Washington to talk about compassion. One might have expected him to give a complex explanation of compassion, but instead he called it "warm feeling." Can we give a little warm feeling toward one another? That’s what encouragement does; it provides warm feeling that builds up the other person. 
"Let us think of one another and how we can encourage each other to love and good deeds." (Hebrews 10:24-25) How can we prompt one another toward love and good deeds? Our Hebrews text is saying, "Start with giving a little encouragement. When you think about it, encouragement is a form of giving – call it "thanks giving." Out of gratitude for God’s goodness, we turn to give thanks, and part of thanks-giving is offering encouragement to one another.
This text (Hebrews 10:24-25) has sent me to pondering Thanksgiving---the Walltown joint Thanksgiving service we hold this afternoon (with our African American partner churches--St. John, St. James, and Northside Baptist, along with Blacknall Presbyterian) and the Thanksgiving service we hold here at 8:30 Thursday morning. At each of these services, we will be invited to speak our thanksgivings. Often those words are spoken to God; but at times these are words of thanks to some member of the congregation, or some friend. "I’m grateful for what so and so did for me when I was in the hospital back in the summer." And the giver of the care now becomes the receiver.
Encouragement is essential. When we take it in, it is indeed like water poured on thirsty flowers; it’s like the vitamins we need to keep us balanced and healthy. It’s encouragement that keeps us hale and hearty.
We might assume that by living in a family, you automatically receive encouragement. But it’s not uncommon for people to say, "I haven’t heard him say he loves me for many months." We might expect that people living in families receive lots of encouragement; but folks can get too busy and the encouragement too sparse. Some people living in families may receive little encouragement. We can easily forget even those closest to us.
Some people live alone, and they too may not hear regular words of encouragement. But then there are those exceptional people—sometimes older adults--who become bearers of remarkable encouragement. I remember Gladys West, a retired African American woman in my former church in Atlanta. She lived in a small apartment, but she heard that we were moving to Durham. So she said, "I want to have a little dinner party for you." She was the least likely person in the church, with perhaps the fewest resources. But she worked diligently preparing the Cornish hens and the all the vegetables and desserts. She invited two dozen people to come to her cramped apartment. We sat on the floor and stood in the hallway as we enjoyed a delicious meal, made more delicious by the fact that Gladys did it. And I felt enormous encouragement from her act of kindness.
Recently our youth group has been going to homes of our church members, those who are recovering from illness, and they are raking leaves and cleaning the house. Here are acts of kindness that also provide enormous encouragement.
Why do we do things like this? Most people might say, "It needed to be done." But beneath that need is the motivation of our faith. We who have received blessing and encouragement turn to pass it to someone else. If we are going to be church in the best sense, we will be a community that concentrates on giving encouragement. In our church we rather naturally give encouragement to children, youth and young adults. But if we follow the wisdom of my 65-year old teacher, then we ALL need encouragement, including the strongest, most confident-seeming ones among us. "I don’t know anybody who doesn’t need encouragement"
Our Sunday school teachers need encouragement, our children’s and adult choirs need encouragement, as do our church leaders and the person sitting beside you. Even staff ministers need encouragement. Periodically worshipers will speak kind words at the church door, usually general words like "Good service" or "good sermon." I always appreciate those remarks; but you will probably notice that I will from time to time ask for specific comments. "What part of the service meant something to you? What specific part of the sermon spoke to you." 
Years ago in another church one member went out the door after I preached, and he said, "If they’d a been here today, you’d a told them." I think (?) that was an encouraging word. This week I read one of Crate Jones’ columns about a 90-year old woman who said to him at the church door, "I tell you, that sermon would break the heart of a hog." And Crate said, "I have never felt so uplifted in all my life." (from the Biblical Recorder, Nov. 18, 2000)
One reason encouragement is so important is that we sometimes will believe what other people tell us about ourselves. If we expect girls to do poorly in math, they may live up to that expectation. If your skin color is brown or black, you may be told – in various direct or indirect ways—that you won’t do as well on standardized school tests. Messages of discouragement can be sent in subtle and not so subtle ways. 
Likewise, words of encouragement we can believe and take them into our very being. If we are given much encouragement, we will begin to act as one who has been given courage---en-couraged.
We encourage others because God first encouraged us. God is the one who sends the encouragement. We then become channels for the goodness to come through us. John Killinger tells a story of a 90-year-old woman who has been very generous with her resources. She helps foreign students who come to this country to study. She sends flowers and food to people who have had a distressing time of any kind. She gives frequent dinners and parties in order to introduce people to one another. Often she sends concert or theater tickets to people she knows would appreciate them but who can’t afford to buy them. She is always doing something kind for someone or giving somebody something that they need. Everyone loves her because she is a great encourager. 
One day someone said to her, "You are so good to everybody."
"Oh no," she said. "It is God who has been good to me. God has given me so much more than I can ever use. The more I give away, the more I have. It’s wonderful." (from John Killinger, Letting God Bless You, page 138)
It’s that way with encouragement. Because God has given great encouragement to us, we have a chance to be channels, to let God use us "to encourage others toward love and good deeds." (Hebrews 10:24-25)
I don’t know anybody who doesn’t need encouragement. In this season of Thanksgiving, may our tribe of encouragers increase!
Amen. So may it be.
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